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STCL, Volume 25, No.1 (Winter, 2001) thousand men, in their country's human peninsula. It could seem strange that these cases are still happening inside the North American democracy, we should not blame it either. This happens in Texas only, which is not the same.
-Luis Spota (Preamble, Murieron a mitad del rio, 1962) Mueren tres migrantes mexicanos y un agente de la Patrulla Fronteriza. El vehiculo en que viajaban cap:5 a un barranco de 35 metros, en San Diego.
Three Mexican migrants and a Border Patrol Officer died in San Diego. The vehicle they were traveling in plunged thirty-five meters into a precipice.
-Jorge Alberto Cornejo, correspondent, Tijuana, BC (Mexico City's La Jornada, March 28, 1999) It is always controversial to proclaim a literary work, at face value, as a sociocultural study of particular events in society.' It is even more controversial when one deals with a literary work that approaches a polemical subject by defining a space where fiction and "reality" almost completely overlap each other. In the case of La frontera (The Border),2 factors from two dissimilar cultures come together on a common strip of land, where fiction and reality can be interchanged with no great loss of "veracity." At times, literary works seem to call for exactly this type of analysis because they present a range of ideas, which in retrospect reveal origins in significant sociocultural trends. Such is the case with Luis Spota's Murieron a mitad del rio (They Died in the Middle of the River [1948] ).
The existence and confrontation of two main sets of forces are said to define the limits within which each person acts: the "acto-espacio" 'act-space: One set of forces is external, coming from society's norms, values, and traditions; these forces presses inward, attempting to impose limits. The second set of forces is internal, arising from the actor's own will; this set of forces presses outward as the actor seeks to expand the limits of possible activ-2 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 25, Iss. 1 [2001] , Art. 9 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol25/iss1/9 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1498
ity. The tension between these two sets of forces creates an unstable zone that illuminates the actor's motivations, ideologies, and desires to transgress. In literature, this act-space has to do with how characters act and their attitudes and willingness to transgress. These act-spaces can be determined from the narrator's discourse presented to readers, who compare them to their own, either accepting or rejecting them, producing a syntagmatic communicative narrator-text-reader relation. A narrator, conferred by the "power" of how things are presented, can become (without being part of the action) a regenerator of ideology. All of this happens in spaces provided by the author; in this way he gives to his construction a portion of his own ideological baggage; in that way one could talk about the author-text relation.' In this essay, the concept of act-space is used to examine how Spota uses his journalistic style to approach the MexicoUnited States border's sociocultural and political controversy and the myth of El Norte 'The North.' I demonstrate that Murieron a mitad del rio presents a chosen microcosm of the issue and in a way predicts encounter through the years. I also examine how Spota centers his attention in an attempt to destroy the myth of El Norte and becomes a visionary, coping with, in his own idiosyncratic manner, a still compelling topic."
It has been noted that there are very few novels dealing with the Mexican-U.S. border from the Mexican point of view (Garcia 162).5 Spota's Murieron a mitad del rio presents an interesting although very pessimistic and desolate panorama immersed in the ancestral problems in the lives of immigrants and inhabitants of the Mexican-U.S. border region. Hoping to better their lives and the lives of their children, they are forced by circumstances to live in a social limbo.6 They are accepted as neither Mexicans nor Americans, but as a vexation to the diplomatic, political, economic, and social relations of both countries. They are located in a place where act-space becomes, if not blurred, at least conditioned for survival, forcing the creation of a new actspace every day: the act-space of the border is made up and maintained by forces and factors present in this place. Here, tensions abound and are intensified by the competition for jobs among 3 Manzo-Robledo: Reading the Other Side of the Story: Ominous Voice and the Socioc Published by New Prairie Press the "already in" residents, the "newly arrived" (regardless of their legal status), and the more "deserving" individuals (citizens, residents), thus augmenting the differences created by this already distinct and aggressive environment.'
It is well accepted that Mexico began modernizing in the forties, more particularly, under Miguel Aleman Velazco's presidency (1946 Velazco's presidency ( -1952 . Not forgotten were previous years of the nationalization of oil production by President Lazar() Cardenas (1934-40) and the alliances that were formed during World War II. At this time, the Mexican government, after the relative success of the first years of the Bracero Program (1942-64) and other labor migration movements to the United States, distanced itself from the encouragement given by then president Cardenas to the rural part of society (Levy and Szekely 131) . Instead, the government concentrated on the growing "urban" society and on the creation of opportunities for the nouveau riche, sons of the Mexican Revolution, the growing bourgeoisie (national and international), and the old aristocracy. This decision resulted in a lack of financing and opportunities for rural areas. At this time, because of the need for manual labor in the United States, a migration started and accelerated from all areas of Mexico to El Norte. If understanding among neighbors along the Texas-Mexican border was flawed from before the time of the Guadalupe Hidalgo Treaty (February 2, 1848), the massive migration of laborers contributed to more antagonisms all along the Mexican-U.S. border. In the last few years, this friction has caused many political and social tensions, including the passing of legislative initiatives that negate social services to undocumented immigrants.'
In this novel, Spota approaches the topic of the border from two directions: the indictment of economic conditions in Mexico and the exposing of U.S.-Mexican people's relations along the border. He puts into play different act-spaces, while the readers have their own with which to compare. In the novel, shrouded by censorship, economic conditions in Mexico are ascertained through some of the characters in the novel. This situation prompts readers to recognize that such circumstances force Mexicans, with very little to lose and only capable of offering manual labor, to leave the country in search of a better livelihood. In her
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 25, Iss. 1 [2001] Munoz (1899 Munoz ( -1972 had capitalized on their glorification of the simple life of the popular classes to reach large audiences. Spota, in a contemporary urban context, employs a variant of this tactic, counting on the public's taste for gossip, for the sensational, for purportedly behind-the scene looks at public figures and events. (417) I argue that it is not just the public's taste for gossip that attracts readers to Spota's works. It is also the reader's recognition of some actions (with a degree of distortion) that appear in his novels and are taboo in Mexican society: erotic desire, sexual orientation, and sexual practices of chosen segments of society as well 6 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 25, Iss. 1 [2001] , Art. 9 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol25/iss1/9 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1498
as the "corruption" of one's act-space. These are topics discussed only behind blinds; to do so otherwise would be in "bad taste."
Another of Spota's techniques is to give the narrator a discourse heavy in hidden ideological meaning and interpretation, without any warning of doing so. In his novels, life is simple enough for readers to identify the events by themselves with what is "natural," an everyday occurrence, a mere fact of life; here the narrator merely points out the "convenient" facts. In this case, Spota tries to approximate "real life" as all of us experience it without a narrator explaining all its intricacies. This technique directs readers to identify the happenings in the novel with what their social act-spaces embrace or sanction. From this general ideological convergence of the narrator's discourse with society emerges the idea of the lack of ideology in Spota's novels. In fact, it becomes a tool for the assertion of the system's ideology and social beliefs." In Murieron a mitad del rio, the crossing of the river to either side represents the breakpoint for the main characters in the novel, and remains throughout a romantic view of the returning to an environment that is "better" overall, of going back "home."12
The main characters here are Jose Pavan, the most educated of the initial immigrant group, a student from Mexico City; Luis Alvarez; Lupe Flores; and a character nicknamed Cocula." It is worth pointing out that the urbanite Spota chooses to center the narrator's omniscience in the main character, the urbanite Pavan. Spota uses the old tradition of weighting the knowledge of the "capitalino" 'the one from the capital' more heavily than that of the "provinciano"`the one from the province:" In this way, Pavan represents the one who knows and is able to propose "educated" judgments that would have been less credible coming from any of the remaining characters who are from different Mexican provinces.
In the first lines of Spota's Murieron a mitad del rio," the narrator places the reader before an illegal and potentially violent confrontation: the act of undocumented people crossing the sanctioned boundary, the river, into the United States. At the same time an antagonistic atmosphere is perceived: From the opposite side of the border, the lights were combing the river's water. Pavan reckoned they were not too far.
-It's the border patrol-he recognized briefly, and his groin trembled with bitter fright. (1) Actually, the reader does not know who shouts the first two words; there is no indication of this until later. This leaves open the possibility of a narrator-Pavan communion. Here the first of many dichotomies in the novel is defined: the undocumented people versus the border patrol. By crossing illegally, the act-space of the characters is completely reshaped; their act-space confronts a new one proposed and enforced by a different society. This confrontation of dissimilar act-spaces is the prevailing one throughout the entire novel, and Spota approaches it from the extremes, from the use of the notorious and stereotypical models. On the same page, the narrator says that Pavan repeats (which suggests that he said it at least once before) the word "iPerros!" and also:
En ese momento no queria pensar en Cocula, ni en que volviera a gritar como diez segundos antes. "Que no lo haga ahora el cochino joto . . . " dese6 con toda el alma.
At that instant he did not want to think about Cocula, nor did he want him to shout again as he did ten seconds before. "That dirty faggot, he better not do it now ..." he wished with all his heart. (1; second emphasis mine) Very early in the novel, the character Cocula is removed from the reader's space with the following words (the character appears later on in several flashbacks): "El grito de la ribera, el ultimo llamado de lo suyo, habia concluido. Quedaba solo un pequeno llanto sin fin, de Cocula" `The shout from the riverbank, the last of his call, had ended. There remained only Cocula's feeble endless cry' (23) . Cocula appears again, not as a reference, but with his own voice, twenty pages before the end of the novel (241).
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 25, Iss. 1 [2001] It is noteworthy that once the group crosses the river, their act-space is no longer the original one, because it is changing according to the tensions resulting from their encounters and never comes to be the same as it is seen at the end of the novel.
Once in the United States, the narrator says: "Advertian que ya no eran como antes, que no volverian a serlo. Experimentaban la permanente sensaciOn de creerse observados, analizados por todos"`They notice themselves differently than before, they knew that they would never be the same. They felt the enduring feeling of being observed, analyzed by everyone' (41). Consequently, in this instance, those analyzing looks are in fact act-space-reshaping pressures. Later, after the first encounter with the police (39), which makes them leave town, Pavan, according to the narrator, thinks: "No habra mano abierta de amigo, sino pun() cerrado para golpearte si no cumples. iHas visto que eres mexicano, greaser; que no solo es el gringo tu enemigo sino tambien los que llevan la sangre de tu raza? Estos, los mas implacables . .." 'There will not be a friendly hand, rather, a fist ready to hit you if you don't perform as expected. Have you seen that you're a Mexican, greaser, that not only the gringo is your enemy, but in addition those carrying your race's blood and heritage? Those are the most implacable . . .' (42). This is in fact a very bleak vision coming from someone trying for some time to find a "hidden" and better world to live in. Pavan's statement suggests that the appearance of the first flashback in the novel is not a coincidence. After arriving at a dilapidated house, where a Mexican couple lives and charges them for the "privilege" of sleeping on the bare floor in a cold smelly shack, Pavan remembers Pancho Orozco and his wife on the Mexican side.22 In contrast with the couple in the U.S., Pancho and his wife advise the migrants as to how to avoid trouble with "pateros"23 and border police. This flashback is the beginning of a romanticized view of Mexico, suggesting an ideal "home" to which to return. -Look: we're wetbacks, undocumented people. When I arrived here the patrolmen scared me too. Now I just ignore them. We are wetbacks, we entered illegally, across the river. We came to work, and we're doing it. They know it and don't care.
-What are they for, then?
-To insure we continue working. Your arms, mine and thousands like us-Fortis continued waving his fists in the air-make money for Texas, so Texas can pay and dress them well, provide them with good cars. If you, me and all others were not here working ourselves to the bone, the Valley would not be able to harvest a tenth of its total production. That is why the police act as if they don't know anything; we're useful. Get it? Useful to them. (55) Here, it seems that the immigrants' act-space is conditioned by peculiar circumstances: they know themselves to be illegally in the country but the law enforcers don't seem to be interested in that fact, unless their objective of being there (to work in the fields) is somehow unfulfilled. This "convenient" social arrangement continues today. It is common to question what would be the cost increase for food products from the fields if these immigrants were not working for such low wages. In turn, this unknown becomes an excuse to justify the "need" for immigrant workers (documented or not)."
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Gender act-space is another area of Spota's criticism in the novel. Here, most of the women are found in the kitchen, or behind a man, performing what is "expected" from them in a patriarchal society. There is one exception; while the collection of act-spaces in the novel continues, there is a paradigmatic situation parallel to a common stereotype. In this case it is the sexually liberated American woman personified by Leslie, Walker's wife," who "seduces"3° Pavan and actually pays for sexual favors.
When doiia Manuele sympathetically scolds him for this, Pavan finds an excuse in the fact that Leslie is an "amancebada" 'a concubine.' In a way, he becomes her judge: he considers her to be acting outside of her act-space; yet at the same time, being a Mexican macho, he needs to cope with the occasion (Leslie's offering) by accepting the relationship. In this situation, readers, applying the social discourse for their act-spaces, could sympathize with Pavan. His situation is one of a subaltern passing, through his sexual appeal, to a "higher" position. Mr. Walker, who is in a higher position, is now a deceived man, a cuckold. No doubt, this is a use of discourse as an attire: the subaltern taking revenge, right where it hurts the most in Mexican culture (sex, masculinity, taking advantage of the other's wife) against the one that has power. It is apparent that Leslie (a former prostitute) prefers a not-so-covert sexual relationship with Pavan to Mr. Walker's money and position. To finish her story, we are told that she leaves Walker for Martin Gold, a war veteran.
In a classical "Spotean" tradition, the narrator presents the most dramatic episodes in the life of the group. Pavan, in a circumstantial situation, first tries to steal from his protector, Chego, without success and then helps him to get away from a lynch mob of racists. After going back to the Mexican side of the border (they are robbed along the way), their act-space becomes more and more undefined. When they return to the U.S., Lupe is killed. As noted by Cota-Cardenas, he is the only one who physically dies in the river crossing.
To position an undocumented Mexican on the social ladder, Spota provides several illustrations: when an African-American asks for a job in the fish processing plant he is offered wages that are twice as high as those offered to Pavan because he is Mexican 186 STCL, Volume 25, No.1 (Winter, 2001) (180). Later, the immigrants find a war veteran called Smith. He tells them, as Pavan remembers later: "Ser mexicano aqui-fueron sus palabras-no es una nacionalidad, sino una profesion" 'To be a Mexican here-these were his words-is not a nationality but a profession ' (193) . This comment reminds him of another comment that illustrates a very real situation: Texas is a concentration camp (193) . To show them how badly Mexicans are treated, the next morning Smith leaves with Luis's shoes, leaving his old ones in their place.
The incursion to "el otro lado" 'the other side' has shifted the group (now made up of Pavan, Luis, and Limon) to a position of degradation: a violent attack against others in their own position, who, like themselves, are nobodies and, so it seems, unworthy of respect. This is illustrated when they meet a Mexican man in his forties and his almost adolescent wife en route back to Mexico. First they rob him and then take turns raping her (200). In a typical "Spotean" twist, in the next chapter the group comes to El Cie lo (Heaven) where they start working for a deeply religious Robinson. In contrast with Mr. Walker, Spota presents us with a religious "fanatic" in the character of "Mister Robinson" in El Cielo. And here, it is Limon, an undocumented Mexican, who denounces his fellow immigrants after the group takes Robinson's son to a house of prostitution, and Luis, as if it were a punishment from heaven, becomes infected with gonorrhea. On their way back to Mexico, Pavan purposely abandons Luis so he can get some cure for his disease. Later on, Pavan is apprehended by the border patrol and is deported.
We can see in this series of events that the act-space of the group is always changing for the worse. Like true romantics, these characters are in pursuit of a false image of the United States. Theirs is a romantic vision of the most democratic country in the world that offers riches at every turn of a corner. The narrator chooses carefully the worst and most extreme situations in order to destroy this view. He proposes that the situation in their own land is, overall, better. In a way, Murieron a mitad del rio tries to convince the reader that economic rewards are not sufficient to live in a place with a radically different act-space. Even 
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Chego, having money, does not remain in the U.S. He goes back to Mexico, older but with hope for a better life. He and his wife return to their own village. When Pavan is back in Mexico, the narrator says:
No era el mismo. El "otro lado" lo habia cambiado. Ahora regresaba, siguiendo las huellas de quienes lo antecedieron; sintiendo sus mismos sentimientos de fracaso, dolor y rabia. Pero volvia distinto: murin del otro lado, no en lo fisico como Lupe, sino en lo espiritual. Texas, y lo que encerraba, operaron la transformacion, regresaba amargado, endurecido, frustrado.
He was not the same. The "other side" had changed him. Now, he was back following in the footsteps of those who came before him; having the same feelings of failure, pain, and rage. Texas, and all it encompassed, consummated the transformation; he was returning bitter, hardened, frustrated. (261) In a way, the last part of the novel is a nationalistic vindication of Mexico: nothing is better than one's own land.
While the novel develops almost entirely in the United States, other than in a very few instances, the reader is not confronted with the tension produced by the lack of a common language. The novel develops in what one could call "pockets of cultural resistance" where Spanish is the prevailing language and English belongs to the powerful minority. These cultural pockets are commonly found in places such as East L.A., South Phoenix, Guadalupe, Arizona, Chicago, and other places. In these pockets, people do not feel compelled to learn the "foreign" language, sometimes supported by the popular saying, "trabajamos con las manos no con la boca" ' (26) 17. The following passage is noteworthy, because of the narrator's interest in pointing out how "queer" it is for a man to have such an uncluttered and neat quarters: "Habia un olor peculiar, a lociones y afeites, y un cuidado extremo en los muebles, en los objetos, prolijamente ordenados en el burg, la mesa, el tocador" 'There was a peculiar smell of lotions and makeup, and an extreme care in the furniture, in the things carefully placed on the end-tables, the table and the dresser' (243).
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